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Course description	
From the movies we watch to the advertisements we see, from the way we understand images to 
the fonts we use, the vibrant legacy of modern culture in the 1920s and 1930s continues to 
influence the way we use and think about media, art, technology, and communication. Drawing 
on richly innovative visual artworks and groundbreaking theoretical texts, this course explores 
the visual culture of the Weimar Republic (1919–1933) with a special emphasis on film, 
photography, and montage. Visual media played a central role in the cultural production and 
aesthetic and political debates of the time: the rise of the cinema provoked an unparalleled 
reexamination of the relationship between art, technology, and society, while the rapid 
expansion of photography into 
newspapers and other mass media helped 
spark diverse discussions of aesthetics, 
perception, and individuality. Why did 
visual media and discussions about them 
play such a central role in the cultural and 
political ferment of modern culture 
between two world wars? How did new 
visual media and technologies help 
contemporaries rethink other, non-visual 
media such as literature and aesthetic 
representation more generally? Why were 
debates about photography and film often 
so politically charged? In what ways did 
Weimar culture draw on new technologies 
to see and depict processes of 
modernization, urbanization, and 
industrialization with new eyes? These are 
the questions we will explore in this class. 
This course requires no background 
knowledge of aesthetic or media theory, 
nor of German culture; participants of all 
majors are welcome. Indeed, the key role 
played throughout the humanities by the 
texts and works we’ll be looking at means 
that the seminar will be inherently 
interdisciplinary, and a diversity of 
backgrounds and majors will contribute to 
our discussions. 
Prof. Carl Gelderloos




Tuesday & Thursday 2:50–4:15
Library North 2409
Office hours: Mon. & Wed. 10:30–12:30 and by appointment
László Moholy-Nagy. Dessau. 1926–1928
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Tentative semester plan  *
 This schedule may change as we go along. Always check myCourses regularly for detailed, updated assignments.*
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Thu. 8/23 Why “Learning to See”?
Tu. 8/28 
Th. 8/30
What is a film and how do we watch it?
The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert Wiene, 1920)
Tue. 9/4 
Thu. 9/6
The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert Wiene, 1920)
Béla Balázs and Siegfried Kracauer on film
Tue. 9/11 
Thu. 9/13
No class (Rosh Hashanah)
The Hands of Orlac (Robert Wiene, 1924)
Tue. 9/18 
Thu. 9/20 Berlin, Symphony of a Metropolis (Walter Ruttmann, 1927)
Tue. 9/25 
Thu. 9/27
Faust (F.W. Murnau, 1924)
People on Sunday (Robert Siodmak and Edgar G. Ulmer, 1929)
Tue. 10/2 
Thu. 10/4
People on Sunday (Robert Siodmak and Edgar G. Ulmer, 1929)
The Last Laugh (F.W. Murnau, 1924)
Tue. 10/9 
Thu. 10/11
M. (Fritz Lang, 1931)
No class (fall break)
Tue. 10/16 
Thu. 10/18
Midterm due in class 
Kuhle Wampe (Slatan Dudow, 1932)
Tue. 10/23 
Thu. 10/25
New Objectivity and New Vision: László Moholy-Nagy et al.
Karl Blossfeldt, Art Forms in Nature (1928)
Tue. 10/30 
Thu. 11/1
Albert Renger-Patzsch, The World is Beautiful (1928)




Walter Benjamin, “Little History of Photography”
Tue. 11/13 
Thu. 11/15
Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility”
John Heartfield’s revolutionary photomontages
Tue. 11/20 
Thu. 11/22
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Readings and viewings 
Reading and watching films will be your primary activities for this course, at least in the sense 
that you will  spend much more time on them than on doing other things. Since four-credit 
courses at Binghamton expect students to do at least nine and a half hours of work outside the 
classroom in order to succeed in the course,  this means that you should probably expect to †
spend about seven to eight hours on the readings and viewings every week, give or take.  A 
typical homework load for one class session may involve reading around 50 pages, or watching a 
feature-length  film  and  reading  20  pages.  Skimming  the  required 
reading  just  before  class  won’t  cut  it,  nor  will  “multitasking”  while 
watching a film.
Furthermore, these texts and films may challenge you to rethink the 
way you approach reading and viewing assignments. A major part of this 
process is  changing your reading and note-taking strategies.  You may 
find that you need to read these texts more than once. You’ll need to 
develop  the  habit  of  active  note-taking  –  what  seem to  be  the  key 
concepts of a given text? what is its basic argument? what questions do 
you have? what are the relevant formal and historical aspects of a film or 
image? Formulating a specific question will often take you more than 
halfway  towards  understanding  a  difficult  point  or  concept.  Get  a 
physical notebook and use it as your reading notebook – this is the place 
where you can write down the basic argument of a text, words you need 
to look up, quotations you want to remember, questions you want to ask the group or me.
Required and recommended texts 
These texts are available in the campus store. You may find them more cheaply on amazon.com 
or powells.com.
• Isenberg, Noah William, editor. Weimar cinema: An Essential Guide to Classic Films of the Era. 
Columbia University Press, 2009. ISBN: 978-0-231-13055-4
• Kaes, Anton, Martin Jay, and Edward Dimendberg, eds. The Weimar Republic Sourcebook. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. ISBN:978-0-520-06775-2 
• Weitz, Eric. Weimar Germany: Promise and Tragedy. Princeton University Press, 2007. ISBN: 
978-0-691-01695-5
Also required: a reading notebook just for this course.
myCourses 
Other readings available for download on myCourses will  be indicated as “MC”. You must 
print out hard copies of all reading assignments distributed electronically and bring 
them with you to class.




Having trouble with 
the readings? You can: 
• ask a fellow student 
• pose your question 
to the whole class 
• ask your question in 
a blog post 
• come see me in 
office hours 
• ask me in an email
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Major assignments 
Final group presentations (35% of your final 
grade) 
In the final week of class you and your group will 
present a design for a museum exhibition on the 
visual culture of the Weimar Republic. This project 
will require you to turn in an individually-written 
rationale  for  the  design  of  your  exhibit.  If  you 
prefer to write a take-home final exam instead of 
participating  in  this  group project,  let  me know 
well ahead of time.
Midterm exam (35% of your final grade) 
A midterm constitutes 35% of your final grade. It 
will  be  a  take-home  exam  consisting  of  several 
short essay questions.
Blog posts (15% of your final grade) 
Our course blog is a space where you can react to 
readings, formulate your first impressions of a film, 
a text, or an image, pose questions for others to 
consider, and respond to the ideas and questions of 
other students. The conversations that take place 
on the blog will help lay the groundwork for our 
class  discussions.  You  must  write  eight  posts 
over the course of the semester, and each post 
must  be  at  least  300  words  long.  You  may 
complete these whenever you wish, keeping these 
guidelines in mind:
• the focus of your posts must be a reading 
or viewing assigned for the next class
• four  of  your  posts  must  initiate  a  topic 
(due  10 pm the night before class)
• four  of  your  posts  must  respond  to 
someone else’s entry (due by noon on the 
day we discuss the text)
• Your first blog entry must be posted by our 
third  class  (Thursday,  8/30)  and  your  last 
blog entry is due by the third-to-last class 
(Thursday, 11/29)
Further details about the blog and how to access it 




Being able to critically read an image or a 
film is a valuable and transferable skill. In 
this class you will gain experience in linking 
the close formal analysis of an image or film 
to its historical context and the broader 
questions it raises. Because we still live in a 
society characterized by a mass visual 
culture, the skills you acquire in this class 
can help you later in life.
Data management 
Almost all of your written work, including 
everything described on this page, will be 
created digitally. Sometimes, technology 
fails. It is your responsibility to protect your 
work so that it isn’t lost even if a device is. 
Make sure that everything you write for this 
class (and all other classes) is backed up in 
more than one place. I recommend: 
• Saving files to your computer’s hard drive 
• Using an external backup like a USB drive 
• Saving a copy of your work to a cloud 
service such as Google Drive, iCloud, 
Sync, or DropBox. As a BU student, you 
have a free Google Drive account with 
unlimited storage. Ask me if you don’t 
know how to access it.
Software 
All students at Binghamton have free access 




Another good option is Google Docs (for 
writing) and Google Sheets (for 
presentations): drive.google.com 
Learning to See: Art & Media in Weimar Germany | Fall 2018
Course goals, assumptions, and expectations 
Goals 
By the time you complete this course, I would like you to:
• be conversant with key works and moments of the visual 
culture of the Weimar Republic;
• be able to closely analyze the formal qualities and 
representational strategies of visual works of art such as 
films and photographs;
• show improvement in your written analysis of cultural 
products in the light of theoretical and historical 
frameworks (and vice versa);
• demonstrate a willingness and ability to revise and refine 
your first impressions of visual artworks based on close 
interpretation in dialogue with other people in the class;
• evince increased autonomy as a critical reader of cultural 
texts: in practical terms, this means that you should be able 
to recognize your own difficulty, curiosity, confusion, or 
interest in a particular text or artwork, and begin turning 
this first reaction into an analytical question that will yield 
insight and knowledge;
• “A”: According to Binghamton University’s General 
Education requirements, “Aesthetics (A) courses enhance 
students’ understanding of the creative process and the role of 
imagination in it. Students study or practice artistic expression and 
production in such fields as art, art history, cinema, creative writing, 
dance, graphic design, music and theater.” What this means for 
our purposes it that special attention will be placed on film, 
photography, and other visual artworks in two main ways: 
firstly, the course will emphasize the development of close 
analytic skills and ways of interpreting, understanding, analyzing, and communicating 
about the aesthetic form, representational strategies, and medium-specific 
characteristics of visual art. Secondly, the course will prioritize a contextual, historic 
approach to visual art, in order to understand how questions provoked by the new mass 
media of film and photography also served as spaces in which thinkers of the period 
could grapple with larger issues of modernity, technological change, urban experience, 
society, and politics more generally.
Assumptions 
As a reader, writer, and teacher, I believe that
• “good” writing is writing that is effective for a particular audience and purpose;
• critical reading and critical writing are inextricable; the better you read, the better you will 
write, and vice-versa;
• the ability to critically interpret a film, artwork, or theoretical text is invaluable and broadly 
transferrable: while it might not seem like it at first, the skills you gain by interpreting 
century-old silent films will make you a better, more critical interpreter and participant in an 
image-saturated media environment we tend to take for granted;
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Office hours 
Here are some things you 
can use office hours for: 
• Asking questions big or 
small, even about the 
meaning of individual 
words 
• Testing out ideas or 
interpretations 
• Learning more about 
the expectations or 
structures of the course 
• Making me aware of 
difficulties or problems 
you may be having 
If you can’t make it to 
scheduled office hours, 
remember that you can 
make an appointment for 
another time—just email 
me!
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• all texts and artworks produce intended and unintended meanings that can be uncovered 
through close analysis; the divergent and even conflicting meanings of a given text are often 
the most interesting thing about it.
Expectations 
To succeed in this course, you must
• attend class regularly and punctually. Attendance and 
participation count for 15% of your final grade. You are 
granted two absences for whatever reason. Use them wisely. 
Beyond these two, each additional absence will lower your final 
grade. Missing more than seven classes will result in an 
automatic F for the semester.  
• not plagiarize. All work you produce for this course, from notes 
to essays, must be your own. Plagiarized work gets an automatic 
F. Binghamton University’s academic honesty policy can be 
found at the following link. I expect that you are familiar with 
it, and trust that if you have questions, you’ll ask: https://goo.gl/
kerJSu
• read and view the assigned texts, films, and images actively, 
thoroughly, and critically. In my experience, this generally 
means that you will read or view them more than once and take 
active notes by rephrasing the argument, identifying concepts 
you find interesting or don’t understand, and writing down your 
questions. Your interactions with the texts are also a dialogue – 
treat them as such;
• complete all 8 blog posts – each one you miss 
will cost your final grade approximately 2%;
• complete all work for the course thoroughly, 
thoughtfully, and punctually;
• be responsible for finding out and making up 
what you miss if you are absent;
• engage thoughtfully and generously with 
other students in class discussion and 
informal written responses on the blogs;
• ask any questions you have – I probably 
won’t know that you haven’t understood 
something unless you tell me;
• challenge yourself, your assumptions, your 
habits of mind, and your ideas – we learn and 














If you’d like to know 
your current grade at 
any time, come see 
me in office hours.
What’s a good grade? 
These points are what you must do 
succeed. I consider a ‘B’ to be a 
successful grade. By definition, an ‘A’ 
is reserved for work that excels by 
exceeding these basic requirements. 
If you wish to receive an ‘A’, you must 
meet these baselines and surpass 
them on your own initiative: 
participating actively in class 
discussions, coming up with your own 
questions of (and interests in) the 
texts and films, and producing 
excellent work that not only shows 
that you have learned the material, 
but that you have something to 
contribute to the conversation as well.
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Other details 
Email and technology	
• With the exception of presentations, we will not be 
using  any  electronic  devices  in  class.  If  you  use  a 
phone,  tablet,  or  computer  during  class  aside  from 
these exceptions, you will be counted half-absent for 
the session. 
• I will use email and MyCourses to communicate with 
you about this course. I do this with the expectation 
that you check MyCourses and your email on a regular 
basis, and respond when a response is called for. 
• The best way for you to contact me, besides coming 
to see  me in  office hours,  is  to  email  me.  I  usually 
respond  to  emails  within  24  hours,  but  cannot 
guarantee that this will always be the case. There will 
be times when I do not have the time or resources to 
respond to an email immediately, and some questions 
require more time to answer than others. Please plan 
accordingly.  If  you  email  me  in  the  evening,  for 
example, I probably won’t respond that night. But if 
more than a day goes by and you haven’t heard back 
from me, please feel free to (politely)  remind me of 
your  question.  Please  take  advantage  of  my  office 
hours,  which  is  generally  a  much  more  useful  and 
efficient way of discussing questions than email is. 
Disability-related Equal Access  
Accommodations 
Students wishing to request academic accommodations 
to insure their equitable access and participation in this 
course should notify me by the second week of class. 
Authorizations  from  Services  for  Students  with 
Disabilities (SSD) are generally required. We encourage 
you to  contact  SSD at  (607)  777-2686 to  schedule  an 
appointment with the Director or Learning Disabilities 
Specialist.  Their  website  (www.binghamton.edu/ssd) 
includes  information  regarding  their  Disability 
Documentation Guidelines. The office is located in UU 119.
One more thing 
To demonstrate that you’ve read this syllabus, please send me an email me with one name or 
image you associate with the Weimar Republic. If you don’t know or remember anything about 
the Weimar Republic, what do you associate with early films or old photography?
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Email etiquette 
Our correspondence with each 
other should be clear, 
professional, and considerate. 
Emails are not like text messages—
you should use standard 
capitalization, punctuation and 
address (“Hello Dr. Gelderloos,” 
“Hello Prof. Gelderloos,” or just 
“Hello professor”). Give your email 
a subject line that is more 
informative than “Question,” since 
a clear and specific email subject 
will help me respond to you in a 
timely and useful manner.  
Never write something like, “Get 
back to me ASAP, thx!” – this 
makes a really bad impression. 
Before you hit “Send,” ask yourself 
these questions: 
• Is what I am asking clear? 
• Are there any mistakes or typos 
in my email? 
• Is the tone of my email 
professional and polite? 
• Have I tried to answer this 
question on my own, either by 
asking a classmate or by looking 
at MyCourses or the syllabus?
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Chosen Names and Personal Pronouns 
Everyone has the right to be addressed by the name and pronouns that correspond to their 
gender identity, including non-binary pronouns, for example: they/them/theirs, ze/zir/zirs, etc. 
Rosters do not list gender or pronouns so you may be asked to indicate the pronouns you use so 
that I don't make assumptions based on your name and/or appearance/self-presentation (you are 
not obligated to do so). If you use a chosen name, please let me know. Chosen names and 
pronouns are to be respected at all times in the classroom. Mistakes in addressing one another 
may happen, so I encourage an environment of openness to correction and learning. I will not 
however, tolerate repeated comments which disrespect or antagonize students who have 
indicated pronouns or a chosen name. Chosen name and personal pronouns may evolve over 
time, so if at any point during the semester you would like to be addressed differently, please let 
me know.
Intellectual property 
Reproduction or distribution of any course material is prohibited without the author’s consent. 
This includes this syllabus, any worksheets or presentations made available over the course of 
the semester, exam prompts, and the course lectures. You may not record class lectures or 
discussions without explicit permission, nor may you upload any course materials to the web 
without explicit permission.
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